Fever determination in young infants: prevalence and accuracy of parental palpation.
Pediatricians routinely advise parents to seek immediate medical attention if their young infant develops a fever. Many parents rely on palpation to assess their child's temperature. Our objective was to determine the prevalence and accuracy of parental palpation for fever in young infants. We enrolled a convenience sample of infants younger than 3 months presenting to a pediatric emergency department with any complaint. Parents answered questions regarding their usual fever determination practices and palpated their infants to assess for fever. Parental predictions were then compared with the standard rectal temperature obtained at triage. Ninety-six infants were enrolled. Fifty-seven percent of parents reported palpation as a usual method of fever assessment, with 87% palpating for fever at least occasionally. Of the 78% of parents who owned a thermometer, nearly half used palpation regularly. As compared with the "gold standard" of rectal thermometry, parental palpation for fever had a sensitivity of 81%, specificity of 82%, positive predictive value of 59% and negative predictive value of 93%. After eliminating from analysis those infants whose parents had used a thermometer at home, we found a sensitivity of 67%, specificity of 84%, positive predictive value of 33%, and negative predictive value of 95%. Many parents rely on palpation as a usual method of fever determination in young infants, including nearly half of those who own a thermometer. Parental palpation overestimates the presence of fever, but is likely to be accurate when parents report that their baby is not febrile. As a sole method of determining fever, parental palpation is unreliable.